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The present study was designed to determine the ages at which a
sample of children between eighteen and forty-two months verbally and
•
correctly express the fourteen prepositions known to be acquired by age
four, using the Revised Expressive Preposition Test (REPT).

The REPT

I

was administered to sixty children chosen from day care centers and
private homes within the metropolitan area of Portland, Oregon.

J
•

There

was no preference as to the sex, intelligence of the child or socio-

I
I

I
POR11.ANU STATE UNIVERSITY tlll_

./

economic status of the child's family.

·

A statistical analysis was per

\

I·

formed to determine the correlation between HEPT scores and the child's

i

chronological age, mental age and the socioeconomic status of the
child's family.
Results show that expressive prepositions tend to be acquired at
different age levels.

Each age group tended to use a progressively

greater number of the prepositions.
used any of the prepositions.

None of the eighteen month olds

Only one-fourth of the twenty-four month

olds used any of the prepositions.

Half or more of the thirty month

olds expressed the prepositions "under," "on," "in" and "up."

Half or

more of the thirty-six month olds expressed the prepositions "out of,"
"at," "in" and "up," but not "under" and "on."

Half or more of the

forty-two month olds expressed the prepositions "to, II, "out of," "under,"
j

I· .
I
I

"around," "at," "of," "with" and "up."
~

One hundred per cent of the

forty-two month olds also used the prepositions "in" and "on."

~it.i-en~' 'which

The

were never expressed by 50 per cent of any of the

children were "behind," "across," "off" and "by."
A statistical analysis of the data revealed a moderate correlation

j

between the children's REPT scores and their chronological ages (.68).
Correlation coefficients indicated a high correlation between the chil
dren's REFT scores and their combined chronological and mental ages
(.82).

The children's SES scores did not correlate with REPT scores (1

per cent) when considered together with chronological and mental ages.
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CHAPTER I

"

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
I.

INTRODUCTION

A clinician who is working w~th a speech and/or language dis
ordered child must be concerned with the child's phonemic, morphologic,
semantic and syntactic abilities.

For this reason many investigations

have been conducted in all four areas of children's language develop
mente

!I

Most research has been in the area of the development of syn

tactic structures (Braine, 1963; Brown and Bellugi, 1964; Brown and

1

Fraser, 1964; Fries, 1952; Lee, 1966; Menyuk, 1964; Miller and Ervin,

I

1964; Weir, 1962); however, very little research has been done in the

I

area of semantics in children's language development.

Little, if"any,

normative data has been collected on the acquisition of expressive
prepositions by very young children.

This data would be useful for the

diagnosis of the young language delayed child and implementation of a
program on expressive prepositions for that child.
Linguistic analyses of the English language indicate the impor
tance of prepositions.

Pierce (1963) has reported that prepositions,

which are pivot class words, are used five times as frequently as open
class words, which linguistically categorize the culture.

If the pivot

class words and open class words in a book were counted, approximately
the same number of each class would be found.

Pierce (1969) addition

2
:.

ally has pointed out that although speakers use about the same number
of pivot class and open class words, Webster's Seventh New Collegiate
Dictionary (1969) lists several thousand open class words but only
approximately 250 pivot class words.

Dewey (1923) analyzed 100,000

words of connected written materials to illustrate the relative fre
quency of every word.

Of the first 100 words which occurred over 100

times in the written material, ten were prepositions.
French et ale (1930) monitored telephone conversations and ana
lyzed the relative frequency of 79,390 words.

The researchers discov

ered that five minor parts of speech (auxilIary verbs, pronouns, prepo
sitions, conjunctions and articles) comprise only 5 per cent of the
different words but 57 per cent of all the spoken words.
words analyzed, 12,400 were prepositions and conjunctions.

Of the total
These data

indicate our language is constructed of relatively few pivot class
I

words which can be set in differing patterns supporting contentive (or

I

open class) words which carry most of the meaning.

J

dren from three to eight years of age and reported the mean percentage

Templin (1957) analyzed approximately 24,000 utterances of chil-

I

of prepositions used by the three year olds in relation to other parts

I

of speech was 6.5 per cent.

I

Templin (1957) suggested that by the time
I

the child begins to use phrases and sentences the formal structure of

,

I

l

I
I

I
I

the sentence superimposes limitations and restrictions which, in part,
f

determine the various proportions of usage of prepositions and other
parts of speech.

She concluded:

After the age of three the parts of speech used in both
the total number of words and the different words

I
I
f

I

IL

I
I

HI
r

!,

1:

~
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uttered show little change. This is in agreement with
other studies and is an indication that the language of
children is functioning similarly to the language of
adults. At this age the structure of adult grammar
has already imposed the pattern of word selection upon
the children.

I

..I

Ii
Ii
.'
I:
!;

During a six month period, Weir (1962) recorded the utterances of
a two year old just before the child was falling asleep in his bedroom.
Weir reported the child spoke at least twelve prepositions, including:
"to," "up," "by," "in," "on," "under," "around," "behind," "at," "over,"
"with" and "off."

Fries (1940) stated the following nine prepositions,

listed according to their frequency of usage, account for over 90 per
cent of the prepositions used in a large body of written matter:
"in," "to," "for," "at," "on," "from," "with" and "by."

"of,"

Fries stated

I

I

there may be many widely differing meanings for these nine prepositions,

J

which, in part, may be accounted for by the possibility that nouns carry

1

I

the feature of the preposition in the deep structure of the language.

r

1

I

Hustead (1974) analyzed the utterances of children between the
ages of four and nine years.

She manipulated objects and pictures and

used carrier phrases and questions to elicit expressive prepositions
from the children.

She tested six children at each age level.

Relative

to her data, the present researcher considered a preposition was ac
quired by age four if the following three conditions were met:
least three

1) at

of the four year olds used the preposition, 2) at least

four of the five year olds used the preposition, and 3) at least five
of the six year olds used the preposition.

Applying this criteria to

her data, this researcher concluded that the following prepositions are
acquired expressively by age four:

"across," "around," "at," "behind,"

I
,I
,
I

,

I

I
I
I
I
1

I

I

"by," "in," "of," "off," "out of," tr"to," "up," "under" and "with."
Hustead's data do not show at what age levels these fourteen preposi
tions begin to appear in the language of children younger than four
years of age.
Since these fourteen expressive prepositions may occur in the
language of young children, it would be valuable for the parent of very
young children, as well as the language clinician, to know at what age
levels young children below four years of age express each of the four
teen prepositions.

Should a young child be delayed in expressing prep

ositions, the language clinician and parent could consider the initi
ation of a prepositional language program based upon their knowledge of
general acquisition.
II.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

~

I

The present study was designed to determine the ages at which a
sample of children between eighteen and forty-two months verbally and

I

I
I

correctly express various prepositions known to be acquired by age four.
This researcher sought to answer the following questions:
1.

Which of the various fourteen prepositions appear at
eighteen months, at twenty-four months, at thirty
months, at thirty-six months, and at forty-two
months 1

2.

How many of the various prepositions appear at each
of the above age levels?

,

3.

In what order do the various prepositions appear in
the expressive language of the children?

I

4.

To what extent will chronological age, mental age
and socioeconomic status account for the variability
of responses given by the children?

f

I

I
I
I

5
5. Was the Revised Expressive Preposition Test an
appropriate tool to evaluate expressive prepositions in very young children?

I

I
, I

l

l

I
I

I

I
!

I

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Before one can understand how a child learns prepositions, one

i

must understand generally how language is learned.

The psycholinguis-

'II

;I

tic approach to language acquisition views language as consisting of
three large units:

phonologic'al information, syntactic information and

semantic information.

Phonological information refers to the set of

matrices of distinctive features of the phonemes used in a particular
language, as well as the set of rules used in combining the set of mat
rices.

Syntactic information consists of base structure rules, trans

formational rules and morphological rules and describes the functional
relationships in sentences.

Semantic information includes the lexicon

or dictionary in which each morpheme is enumerated by the properties
describing it (Menyuk, 1971).
Psycholinguists (Bloom, 1971; Chomsky, 1957; Hopper and Naremore,

I

1973; McNeill, 1970; Menyuk, 1969; Menyuk, 1971; Streng, 1972; Wales

1

and Marshall, 1968) purport that the child learning his language has

I
l

the capacity to search out and store abstract aspects of his language.

I

Figure 1 illustrates how the child comprehends language and produces

I

utterances (Menyuk, 1971).

I

cate a process of production of an utterance, whereas the arrows flow

The arrows flowing from top to bottom indi-

ing from bottom to top indicate the process of comprehension.

I
I

Il .

(1971) stated:

Menyuk

I
.1
f

II

7
It should be noted that there are also arrows indicating
cross references between semantic rules and syntactic
rules, between semantic rules and phonological rules,
and between syntactic rules and phonological rules, in
dicating that perhaps tentative hypotheses are reached
which are then checked by reference to parts of the
system before the final stage of comprehension or pro
duction is reached.

1

I
I
(

i

DICTIONARY AND
SEMANTIC RULES
II I WANT TO SAY SOMETHING II
SYNTACTIC
FEATURES AND RULES
"HOW SHALL I SAY IT"

I

!

PHONEME FEATURES AND
PHONOLOGICAL RULES
"HOW SHALL I PRODUCE IT"
PRODUCTION
MECHANISM
"HOW SHALL I
ARTICUlATE IT"

ttl SAID IT"

Figure 1. A psycholinguistic model of the production and
comprehension of utterances (from Menyuk, 1971).
Prepositions, as well as other lexical items in the language, are
acquired through the processes of perception and comprehension.
Korzybski's work (1958) concerning abstraction furnishes a framework

,t

r' I!

1

i

,I
"

I

8

from which 'to look at language perception and expression.
tural Differential is summarized by Lee

His struc

(1959) as a way of presenting

each level of abstraction through which the child moves.
The first level represents the silent world of stimuli outside
. the organism of which only a very small amount reaches the child's sense
organs.

It operates completely separately from his nervous system.

The second level is the area where images in the world are im
planted in the nervous system of the organism.

The normal child is able

to abstract commonalities of stimuli and to perceive his world in defi
nite groups for which he may use utterances to symbolize the groups.
Korzybski then described the third or verbal level which is com
t

posed of four sub-levels.
\

Lee

(1959) stated, "The first is t:p.e level

I

I

of individual names, proper nouns, words which stand for single objects
or particular people."
words, "mommy."

I

An example would be one of the child's first

The next verbal sub-level is the use of a word to de

scribe a certain abstraction based on commonly perceived similarities.
The child used the word "mommy" to label his own mother and did not
label all other adult-females.

Now he continues to correctly use

"mommy" to denote his own mother and labels all other adult-females
. "ladies. II

I
I
I
I

(1959)

Probably all verbs fall into this second-verbal level. Lee
•
stated that nouns usually appear in a child's vocabulary before

verbs.

The third sub-level is a higher verbal level of abstraction in

which the child categorizes several types of things, and groups them by
one word.

This level is illustra'ted by grouping "carrots, tI "peas,"

"potatoes," "corn," etc., into "vegetables."

The next sub-level is

called the inferential level and refers to the ability to anticipate in

I

.

;

9

a particular point in time and space what has happened or will happen.
The child who abstracts at this level is able to look at a photograph
and describe what may have occurred before the moment and what likely
will occur after the moment.
It is at these higher levels of abstraction that prepositions be
come meaningful to the child.
meaning.

Each preposition has a territory of

For example, "on,ff according to Webster (1969), means "over

and in contact with."

ffThe car is on the box" means that the car must

be both over or above and in contact with the box.
for "on" is ratler definitive.

This semantic field

I

Lee (1959) has stated that prepositions

and other
"little w rds are maps for a host of subtle relationships
and high- rder abstractions. They are the means by which
perceptua experiences are structured and ordered into
our own p rticular linguistic patterns. When we learn
language, we learn to perce~ve and abstract what our lan
guage has words for."

I

I

,I

il
II

:1

I

!I

,I

1:

I

I

It seems obvious that children have some kind of semantic system
early in their linguistic development.

McNeill (1970), as well as Hop

per and Naremore (1973), suggested a child's first words stand for
whole sentences.

This idea is referred to as the holophrastic theory,

i;

I

!

II,

I

I

for "mama" may mean "Here is mama," "Come here, mama," etc.

The child's

1

words often

I

McNeill (1970) stated, "Each meaning embodies a particular grammatical

I
I

I

repr~sent

I

I

more than the adult definition of the same words.

relation and each word is paired with several such meanings."

This

theory may be satisfactory for the child with a limited vocabulary, but
as he wishes to express greater and fuller meaning, the problems of
limited memory and ambiguity become apparent.

The creation of new words

I
I

,I
I

I
:/

If·

I·::

,.
I

, I

I:
I'
I

10
into the dictionary would satisfy the ambiguity but would place an in
creased burden on memory.

As the child would express more complex

semantic and syntactic relationships, the holophrastic theory would
need to be altered.
Consequently, McNeill (1970) and Hopper and Naremore (1973) have
suggested a word dictionary approach.

McNeill stated:

In moving from a holophrastic to a sentence dictionary, a
child continues to record undifferentiated semantic in
formation: The definition of one sentence is not related
to the definition of any other. In moving from a sentence
to a word dictionary a fundamental change is made in the
format of the dictionary entries themselves. A child
begins to elaborate a system of semantic features and sen
tences come to be interrelated by rules for using diction
ary entries.
As the child becomes older and learns to combine words to make sen
tences, his dictionary definitions become more like the adult's as he
adjusts his meanings of words and their combinations to be more like the
adult's.

"We had a ball" might be understood by the child as "We .had a

spherical object which one throws" since the young child's store of se
,

mantic information·is incomplete and he misuses words (Hopper and Naremore, 1973).

Vygotsky (1962) has explained how in anyone given lan-

guage lexical items change in their meaning over a period of time.

The

! .

,I
·1

I

process usually begins by a word having a meaning defined by several

I

I
I
I

attributes.

Over time one or two of these attributes are abstracted

j
,

f

and applied to another item, situation, etc., and used to describe a
different aspect of the language.
child's use of the word "bow-wow."

As an example Vygotsky cited-a
At first the child used it to refer

to a china figurine of a girl, then to a dog barking in the yard, then
to a furry piece of an animal's head with glass eyes, then to a rubber

I

I
i

i
f

F
,

j

1

;

11

4

doll, and- then to his father's cuff links.

Vygotsky concluded that the

I

child categorized things, using "bow-wow" by first grouping dogs and

I

small oblong objects and secondly, shiny round objects and the cuff

~

links.

The "criterial attribute" was oblong shape or shiny surfaces.

I

I
I'

Lewis (1963) observed a child who initially used one word "tee"
for several animals but used "goggie" for his toy dog.
I

I

I
I
I
I
!

I

Eventually each

animal began to receive its own name, "tee" was no longer used, and
"goggie" remained.

Lewis termed this "contraction" because the child

used more lexical labels and eliminated his use of "tee."
"hosh" referred to a large dog as well as to a horse.

Additionally,

However, when the

,1

child consistently referred to his small dog and his toy dog as "goggie,"
"hosh" (large dog) became "biggie goggie."

Lewis called this ttexpan\,

sion" because the child was accurately combining the concepts "biggie"
and "goggie" to label the concept "large dog."

Perhaps the child cate

gorized all animals under one word because of their manipulative Qr

.'
I

i:

functional similarity (Lewis, 1963).

, '

Menyuk (1971), on the other hand, suggested the child is making a
conceptual differentiation rather than merely grouping objects accord
ing to their manipulative or functional similarity.

Things in the en

I

vironment may be categorized according to their manipulative similarity

j

based exclusively on a visible attribute level, but this seems to be

I

oversimplifying the process.

I

categorizes things according to whether or not the object possesses a

I

Rather, Menyuk (1971) suggested a child
I

particular characteristic or not, i.e., ±attribute.

Therefore, the

child may be able to differentiate objects, relationships, experiences
into !human, !large, !animate, etc.

In the end, a child may refer to

I

,

I
I
,
.
I

I
I

,
t
I

,

,

\

'

)
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1

-human, +large, +animate as "biggie goggie'."
, It seems that these generalizations and differentiations which
children make with a set of objects (animals) may occur within other
semantic fields as well.

Menyuk (1971) has noted that a child may refer

to all males including his own 'father as "daddy," but may not refer to
all females as "mommy."
,i

She concluded, "It should be stressed, there

fore, that the property understood does not seem to be based on the

I

I

I

conceptual generalization (for example, +male) but probably on a set of
specific and perhaps idiosyncratic observations."
Hopper and Naremore (1973) stated that the child learns the mean
ings of words by attaching "semantic markers" to each individual word.
The semantic markers correspond to the dictionary
"dog" has the following semantic markers:
"barks," etc.

~ntries.

For example,

"furry," "four legs,"

, i

i

The acquisition of a set of semantic markers is called

"concept development."

1

McNeill (1970) has suggested that the chi~d

begins his word dictionary around eighteen months.

I

!

The concept of word

dictionary ,is strikingly similar to Menyuk's (1971) conceptual differ
entiation and harmonizes with the concepts of sentence and phrase transI

formations.

Hypothetically, the child enlarges his word dictionary in

I

I

I

!

two directions.

First, the child may have an incomplete list of seman

.

tic features for each word entry, and he may add horizontally to com
plete the dictionary entries of the words already acquired.

Secondly,

many semantic markers are entered into the dictionary when the word is
entered, but the entries are separated from each other so that the se
mantic markers appear unrelated.

These words would have some of the

same semantic properties, and development would occur vertically uniting

,I

13
l

~

common semantic occurrences.
Hopper and Naremore (1973) and others (Menyuk, 1971; McNeill,

1970) have suggested children also learn the meaning of words based on
the word's usage in only certain syntactical contexts, i.e., "selection
restrictions."

f

I
\

i

i

~

Hopper and Naremore (1973) explained:

It is the necessity for matching semantic features with
selection restrictions that can cause problems for a
child when he begins to use words in combinations. If
the concept that corresponds with a given word for the
child does not contain all the necessary semantic
features, then errors will occur when the child begins
to use that word in combination with other words.
The child learns that "bark on the tree" is meaningful and "bark on the
dog" is not meaningful, that "the dog barks loudly" is meaningful and
"the tree barks loudly" is not meaningful.

Werner and Kaplan (1964)

have cited an example of a child's construction of two words which are
meaningful to him only in' specific sentence contexts.
understood but "brush hat" is not understood.

"Brush mama" is

This ability/inability

may be the result of a limited set of individual, lexical properties of
words which exist from individual sentence contexts.

Each set of prop

erties is correctly modified as new contexts are recorded and analyzed
by the child.

McNeill (1970) has added, "Every dictionary entry con

tains selection restrictions setting forth the word's allowable semantic
contexts."
Menyuk (1971) stated there is a strong indication that words are

,

~

I

,I
~

f

I

not used separately and meaningfully from their sentence contexts until
somewhat after age ten.

She contended:

Since lexical items may have different properties depend
ing on the context in which they are used, it is possible
that children acquire only a limited or restricted' set of

I
I

..
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properties for particular le'xical items, which is derived
from the syntactic context in which the child frequently
finds or uses them.
For example, based on a particular sentence context a six year old child
may think of "bottle" exclusively as a thing out of which you pour some
thing.
(

A twelve or thirteen year old child will use many varied lexi

cal items to define bottle which a six year old has not yet acquired
(Werner and Kaplan, 1964).

Therefore, for the older child, "bottle"

and many other related concepts have some identical semantic properties,
although the younger child may not realize it and classify the concepts
in his vocabulary under mutually exclusive syntactic headings with a
separate set(s} of properties (Menyuk, 1971).
studies conducted with children on w9rd associations have helped
in the understanding of the semantic functioning of children.

Hopper

and Naremore (1973) have stated word associations are more predictable
for older children than for younger.

The association for older cpildren

will be the same as, or opposite of, the stimulus.

For very young chil

dren associations are less predictable to the point of randomness,
probably because their dictionary entries are less complete'than
adults'.

Palermo and Jenkins (1965) have reported a study done with

school age children concerning the types of word association responses.
Second-graders not only produced more paradigmatic responses (for exam
pIe, "cat" in response to "dog") quicker than first-graders but also
gave more contrast (for example, "black" in response to "white" or
"night" in response to "day") and superordinate responses (for example,
'·col or" in response to "red" or "number" in response to "five ll ) .

If we

understand that these responses demand identity of the syntactic class

....

I

"

,
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and of a general semantic property, then-the increase in
responses is in part explained by maturation.

paradib~atic

A small number of prop

erties listed for any lexical item might not include those properties
which associate members of the identical syntactic class.

Menyuk

(1971) stated the word "square tf may elicit tfboxtt most frequently for
first-graders and "round" for fourth-graders.

It is unlikely that

"square-box" stands as one word by itself for first-graders.

Rather,

it seems that "square" in their dictionary does not have the property
"shape," and cannot be contrasted with "round" as fourth-graders do.
Apparently, "square" and ttbox" have at least one identical semantic
property for first-graders.
Menyuk (1971) has stated that other studies have indicated 1)
children have a somewhat limited set of lexical properties for under
standing lexical items until they achieve a certain level of maturation,
and 2) children will use the same verbal response for several lexical
items until they reach that level of maturation.
1

For example, Lumsden

and Poteat (1968) reported preschool children almost always describe an
obj~ct

as being tfbigger" than its comparator, although the stimulus

material used was four times "taller" than the "shorter" stimulus mate
rial.

When compared to the younger ones, older children performed quite

•

differently in this task.

Menyuk (1971) commented:

Indeed, the behavior of the younger children in this
study • • • indicates that they may assign different
lexical items to the same or overlapping sets of proper
ties in a manner similar to that of very young children,
who are acquiring the meaning of lexical items in a
semantic field. It is interesting to note that lexical
items which have properties which are presumably easily
visible (size, weight, height, etc.) are still non

'

16
differentiated by sixth-grade children. Agai'n, we wonder
about developmental stages in the differentiation of
properties of lexical items in various semantic fields.
Asch and Nerlove (1960) explored children's understanding of

,
i

dual meaning of the lexical items.

I

double-function terms, at first, have one set of properties largely

;1

~
1

I

The researchers concluded that

consisting of perceivable objects and actions and one verbal response.
Later appears another set of properties and verbal responses distinguishable from the earlier set.
Quine (1964) has pointed out that in order to develop other con
cepts a child first must develop the concept of the permanency of re
curring objects.

For example, the moon tonight is the same moon yes

terday and tomorrow; they are not three different moons.

The child

I

needs to learn that the apple he ate for yesterday's lunch is not the
same apple in the store, nor is it "that apple t1 or "this apple" or "not
an apple."

"Apple" is not truly understood as a term unless the child

can differentiate between the concept "apple," its abstract label and
the concrete examples of that concept "apple."

Hopper and Naremore

(1973) maintained, "To say that the child understands these various
uses of a word implies that the child has developed a concept to go
with a certain label."

There is a difference between a child lmowing

the correct label for a concept versus being able to assign just any
label to a concept.

I

1
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McNeill (1970) has pointed out that semantic development in a
child is consistently slower than phonological or syntactic development
and has suggested that the complexity of information in a dictionary
!

I

ri

may account, in part, for this slow development.

The development of

semantics seems to depend more upon intellectual maturity than develop
ment of grammar.

Additionally, the abstractness of dictionary entries

may account for slow lexical development.

The outward forms of words

do not suggest underlying semantic regularities.

McNeill explained,

"Unlike syntactic abstractions, which are systematically related to
surface structure by transformations, the semantic relations between
words and deep structures are unsystematic.1t
McNeill's (1970) explanation of slow lexical development may help
explain Menyuk's question (1969) as to why children do not always use
prepositions correctly.

Menyuk suggested that perhaps children have

problems using the correct preposition because they have difficulty
selecting the correct preposition to denote place, manner and time in
specific contexts.

Perhaps, Menyuk suggested, the child lacks clear

definitions for these concepts; and, therefore, he may elaborate by
giving a definition to the preposition he wants to use ("he gets all
'the way close" for "almost near") or he may elaborate because he does
not clearly understand the preposition he uses ("he went beside from
the house" for simply "beside").

Younger children tend to substitute

prepositions ("she wants to stay at the puppy" rather than "she wants
to stay with the puppy").

Menyuk (1969) maintained, "After certain mem

bers of this class are a part of the child's dictionary he may use them
conjointly to attempt to express meanings for which he has not yet ac
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quired the appropriate lexical items."
Brown and Bellugi (1964) have observed prepositions are often
omitted from children's language because the children have never heard
the prepositions in other speakers' speech.

Heavy stress is placed on

contentive words rather than functor words (such as prepositions), and
if the child does not hear the weakly stressed prepositions, he usually
fails to reproduce them.
Werner and Kaplan (1964) have described studies which show that
about age six 82 per cent of lexical items are defined in terms of con
crete action (for example, a bottle is "where you pour something out
of").

Since prepositions are difficult to define in concrete terms,

it is difficult for the child to use them.
\

Ervin-Tripp (1966) has described that nouns, which appear first,
refer to items with peculiar sizes and visual contours and that verbs
refer to movement of animals and people.

Menyuk (1971) wrote, "II?

other words, the verb or easily visible properties may be the first
properties that are acquired by the child in his use of a lexical item."
Menyuk (1969) further intimated that of the three categories of
prepositional phrases (place, time and manner), those indicating place
appear first in the child's lexicon and the prepositional phrases of
manner and time appear sometime later.

Therefore, with each category

of preposition the exact prepositional morpheme must be accurately
selected to be used with the noun phrase and its context.

For example,

a child at two years, eight months, will inappropriately use the prepo
sition and article:

"Put in head ff for "Put (it) on the head" and "He's

going up in the ladder" for "He's going up the ladder.'"

Menyuk sum
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. marized:
The child is in the process of acqulrIng a class in the
language whereas at later stages, he is analyzing how
the class is used in specific contexts in his language.
The development of this class in the language seems to
be first a general observation, perhaps simply phono
logical (something appears before topics), which is
applied generatively and sometimes in~ppropriately.
Then the child expresses a particular instance of a
topic that he- is dealing with at the moment. This also
seems to be the case in the development of prepositional
phrases.
In a study of comprehension of prepositions in children, Slobin

(1966) found that comprehension was directed to a specific characteris
tic of the preposition.

He cited that when a child was asked to place

a block under a table, he was able to do so.

But when asked to place

the block under a ring which was on the table, he first put the ring
under the table and then put the block under the ring.

This behavior

suggested that not all semantic elements of the lexical items (preposi
tions) used are fully understood or accurately used by the child •.
The studies of several linguists have shown that children tend to
acquire and express prepositions a few at a time developmentally,
rather than to acquire them as a whole class.

According to Lillywhite

(1958), prepositions begin to appear in the child's speech between ages
three and four.

Bereiter and Engelmann (1966) suggested that for a

child to succeed academically in a school setting, he must be able to
describe arrangements of objects correctly using the following preposi
tions:

"on," "in," "over," "under" and "between."
More specifically, the following tests have suggested the develop

ment of preposition comprehension according to chronological ages:
Houston Test for Language Development (Crabtree, 1958; Appendix A),

r

I
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C.C.D. Language Manual (University of Oregon Medical School, 1957;

I

Appendix B) and Denver Developmental Screening Test (Frankenburg and

i
I

Dodds, 1967; Appendix C).

The Developmental Age Study (Baker and Dud-

rey, 1968; Figure 2) and Sequenced Inventory of Language Development

1

(Hendrick and Prather, 1970; Figure 3) deal with both comprehension and
expression of prepositions.

The Utah Test of Language Development

(Mecham et al., 1969) evaluates the understanding of "in" and "by" for
two and three year old children.

The Boehm Test of Basic Concepts

(1969) tests the following concepts for kindergarten, first and second
graders:

"through," "next to," "inside," "around," "over," "between,"

"after," "below," and "above."

The Daberon (Danzer et al ., 1972) eval

uates the understanding of "in," "under," "behind," "on," "in front
of" and "next to" for three year olds.
24 Months
Expresses: Uses "after." Uses space words: "on,"
"up high," "in," "out," "fall down" and "turn around."
30 Months
Expresses: "up," "down," "way up," "in here," "under
the table" and "around the table."

36 Months

31 prepositions.

Understan~s

and uses

Expresses:

"in the train," "over" and "around."

42 Months
Comprehends:

"on," ".in front of," "behind" and "under."

Figure 2. Comprehension and expression of prepositions
by chronological age (From Baker and Dudrey, 1968).
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Comprehension

!

;

21-23 Months:

"in."

27-29

"on."

Months:

30-32 Months:

"beside."

39-41 Months:

"under."

Expression
30-32 Months:

"in" and "on."

39-41 Months:

"under" and "beside."

Figure 3. Comprehension and expression of prepositions
by chronological age (From Hendrick and Prather, 1970).
Although the several tests above deal with comprehension of prep
ositions, a review of the literature reveals little data as to which of
various prepositions are used expressively by young children between
ages eighteen and forty-two months.

Hustead's (1974) study of expres

sive preposition acquisition in four through nine year olds revealed
fourteen prepositions which are acquired by age four.

She did not test

children below four years to determine at what ages they began using
prepositions.
The classroom teacher, language clinician and parent of young
children should

~derstand

how language is acquired and have available

a tool to indicate which prepositions are found in the speech of young
children at particular ages.

Should the clinician determine that the

child is delayed in his expressive use of prepositions, the clinician
needs to have an index whereby he can devise a language program to teach
the prepositions which the child lacks in his communicative skills.

1
!
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CHAPTER I I I
METHODS AND PROCEDURES
I.

METHODS

Subjects
Sixty children consisting of five groups of twelve were tested
within one month of their designated ages.
following age groups:

They comprised each of the

eighteen months, twenty-four months, thirty

months, thirty-six months and forty-two months.

The sixty subjects

were randomly selected, with no preference as to the sex of the child,
from the Sunday School Department of several churches, private homes
and several day nurseries and day care centers within the metropolitan
area of Portland, Oregon.

Each Sunday school pastor, mother or day

care center director was contacted by phone, and subsequently in person,
to request permission for his/her students'/child's participation as
subjects in the study.
After each subject was selected, one of the child's parents filled
out a questionnaire on salary, occupation and level of education of both'
parents.

Working Paper Number Fifteen, u.S. Bureau of the Census (1963),

was used to ac,quire data to compute socioeconomic status for each
child's family.

The Ammons and Ammons Quick Test (QT), Form 1, (1962)

was administered to all subjects to obtain mental age scores for corre
lation analysis with socioeconomic status scores, chronological age and
Revised Expressive Preposition Test (REPT) scores.

f
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Screening .
Children with reported hearing losses, physical handicaps or
speech defects which would interfere with the intelligibility or verbal
production of the prepositions were excluded from the study.

Criteria

for normal language and speech were established according to Lilly
white's (1958) guidelines.

He stated that eighteen month olds should

have 15 :to 20 words as reported by the parent, two year olds should
!
have between 100 to 200 words as reported by the parent, thirty month
olds should have between 300 to 500 words with some two word responses,
thirty-six month olds should have about 600 words with some three word
responses, and forty-two month olds should have between 600 to 1000
words with three to \ four word responses.

Evidence of normal language

development was detennined by requesting the parents to report what the
child said and comparing it with Lillywhite's guidelines, or by having
the researcher track what the child said during a casual conversation
period before the formal evaluation and comparing it with Lillywhite's
guidelines.

Specifically, normal language for all eighteen month olds

was determined by requesting the parent to report or by having the
examiner record ten words in the child's expressive language.

Normal

language for all twenty-four month olds was similarly determined by re
questing the parent to report or by having the examiner record three
two-word responses in the child's language.

The parent of all thirty

month olds reported or the researcher recorded six two-word responses
in the child's expressive language in order for the child to be included
in the study.

The parent of all thirty-six month olds reported or the

researcher recorded three three-word responses in the child's language

\
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in order for the 'child to be included in the study.

Normal language

for all forty-two month olds was determined by the parent reporting or
the examiner recording three four-word responses in the child's expres
sive language.

If the child did not meet criteria for normal language,

he was excluded from the study.
Each subject was required to have hearing within normal limits.
Audiometric testing for the thirty-six and forty-two month olds had
been completed earlier in the year by the Oregon State Board of Health.
All other hearing screening was performed at the time of the interview
by the examiner using the hearing screening schedule developed at the
Crippled Children's Division and Child Development and Rehabilitation
Center, University of Oregon Health Sciences Center, Portland, Oregon
(See Appendix D).

For all hearing testing, each subject met the hear

ing criteria for his age level in order to be included in the study.
Instrumentation
The Revised Expressive Preposition Test (HEFT) was modified from
the Expressive Preposition Test (EPT; Hustead, 1974).

Individual stim

ulus, procedure and response items were shortened and made more con
crete primarily because of the young age of the children.

Both the EPT

and REPT procedqres for eliciting responses were patterned after the
"Functional Use of Prepositions" subtest of the Daberon (1972).
REPT was administered individually to each of the sixty sUbjects.

The

,
I
Ij
i

25
II.

PROCEDURES

Administration of the REPT

1

Each child met the screening criteria in order to be included in
the study.

Each child was tested individually in a familiar, quiet

room of his home or school.

The researcher and child sat opposite each

other with a small table between them.

One parent was allowed in the

room with the examiner and child but was instructed to refrain from
providing cues or feedback for the child.

The child was allowed to sit

on the parent's lap at the recommendation of the parent.

All testing

supplies were placed on the floor by the researcher and presented. indi
vidually on the table to the child.

Before testing began the research

\

er put the child at ease by casual conversation.
The testing materials and the researcher's verbal stimuli for
eliciting the child's verbal responses were presented to the child one
at a time.

The subject's verbal expression of each of the fourteen

prepositions was tested by having him explain where an object was
located or describe some act of the examiner.

For example, when the

researcher wanted to' elicit the preposition "by," a small toy car was
placed by a box on the table.

The question, "Where is the car?" was

asked to elicit the response "by the box."

(See Appendix E for a com

plete list of the prepositions and the manner in which they were elic
i ted.)
If the child did not respond or if he requested a repetition of
the stimulus either verbally or by exhibiting a puzzled look on his
face, the examiner repeated the stimulus up to three times.

26
Scoring
This examiner scored each test by giving one point for each cor
rect response and no points for an incorrect response.
possible was fourteen points.

Total score

In order for any given response to be

accepted as correct, each child had to verbalize the correct preposition
or one of the acceptable alternatives in an intelligible manner (See
Appendix E).
Data Analysis
Multiple regression analysis was used for the statistical analy
. sis.

!
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
I.

RESULTS

This study was designed to determine the ages at which a sample
of children between eighteen and forty-two months verbally and correct-

I

I

ly express various prepositions known to be acquired by age four.
The first question asked in this research project was which of

,

the various prepositions appear at the various age levels tested.

,

Table I shows the number of correct responses given by the children at

f

each age level.

f

Table I reveals none of the eighteen month olds expres

j

I

I

sively used any of the fourteen prepositions tested.

At the twenty-four

t

month level, three children used the preposition "on," two children used
the prepositions "up" and "on," and only one child the prepositions
"under," "around," "at," "of" and "to."

The remaining five prepositions

were not expressed by any of the twenty-four month olds.
ber of correct responses of these children was 1.00.

The mean num

With a sample num-

I

ber of "twelve children, this implies that on the average each twenty-

i"

four month old expressed one preposition; however, only five of the

I\

twelve children expressed the prepositions for their age group.

Seven

•

of the twelve expressed none of the prepositions.
At the thirty month level, none of the children used "behind,"
two used "by," three used "around," "across," "off" and "to," four used
"out of" and "with," five used "at" and "of," six used "under," eight

"
f"
"

1
J
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used "on," ten used "in" and eleven used "up."

The mean number of cor

rect responses given by this age level was 5.50.

TABLE I
NUMBER OF PREPOSITIONS CORRECTLY
EXPRESSED AT EACH AGE LEVEL

29
At the thirty-six month level, none of the children used the
preposition "by," one used "behind" and "across," two used "around,"
"off" and "of," three used "with," four used lito," five used "on" and
"under," six used "out of" and "at," ten used "up," and eleven used
"in."

The mean number of correct responses given by this age group was

4.92.

On the average they gave .58 fewer correct responses than did

the thirty month olds.
At the forty-two month level, none of the children used the word
"behind," one used "across," five used "by" and "off," six used "to,"
I

I
I

I'

seven used "around," eight used "out of" and "under," nine used "at"
and "of," ten used "with," eleven used "up" and all twelve used the
words "in" and "on."
children was 8.67.

I

I

The mean number of correct responses for these

Table I additionally shows that the mean number of correct responses for all children ranged from .00 to 8.67 points of a possjble

l

fourteen points.

Only at the forty-two month level did the children

respond with 100 per cent accuracy on the two prepositions "in" and
"on."

All fourteen prepositions were expressed at least once by at

least one of the children, but the preposition "behind" was used by only
one of -the sixty children and that was by a thirty-six month old.
The second question in this investigation was how many of the
various prepositions appear at each of the above age levels.
~ent

If 50 per

of the children or more expressed the preposition at any given age

level, it was decided that the preposition "appeared" at that level.
Figure 4 illustrates that no prepositions appeared at the eighteen
month level.

At the twenty-four month level, eight of the fourteen

•
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prepositions tested were expressed by at least one but no more than
three of the twelve subjects (less than 25 per cent).

It is safe to

say that twenty-four month olds use very few prepositions.

At the

thirty month level, four of the fourteen prepositions tested were ex
pressed by at least half of the subjects ("under," "on,". "in," and
ttuplt).

Four other prepositions were expressed by 30 to 45 per cent of

the subjects and another five prepositions were expressed by 8 to 25
per cent of them.

At the thirty-six month level, four of the fourteen

prepositions were expressed by at least half of the subjects with two
of the prepositions being the same as two of the prepositions used at
the thirty month level (flout of," "at,lI "in" and "up").

Another three

prepositions were expressed by 30 to 45 per cent of the subjects and
another six prepositions were expressed by 8 to 25 per cent of them.
Finally, at forty-two months, ten of the fourteen prepositions were ex
pressed by over half of the subjects (lIto," "out of," "under," "a~ound,"
flat," "of," "with," "up," "in" and "on").

Two more prepositions were

expressed by 42 per cent of them and two more prepositions by less than
)<

9 per cent of them.

Four prepositions ("behind," "across," "off" and

"by") were never expressed by at least half of the children in any of
the five age levels.
The third question asked in this research investigation was in
what order do the various prepositions appear in the expressive language
of children.

Figure 4 lists the number and percentage of children at

the five age levels who used the various prepositions.

If 50 per cent

of the children or more is employed to define that a preposition ap
pear.ed at a given age level, then the words "under" and "on" appeared in
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forty-two month olds.

"Ontt was used by only 42 per cent of the thirty-

six month olds but by 100 per cent of the forty-two month olds.

Based

on these data, there is some uncertainty as to when the concepts "under"
and "on" become stabilized in the expressive vocabulary of children.
Both prepositions were used by thirty month olds, but their usage 'de
creased somewhat, at the thirty-six month level; however, at forty-two
months the prepositions became stabilized.
The concepts "in" and "up" were used by over 80 per cent of all
the thirty, thirty-six and forty-two month olds, with 100 per cent of

i

the forty-two month olds using "in."

Nearly all thirty month olds and

f

older used the prepositions "in" and "up."

\

\

I
I

1

1

In addition to the prepositions already discussed, "out of" and

I

I

~

,
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1
I
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"at" were two prepositions used by half of the thirty-six month o.lds.
With some caution it may be stated that the words "out of" and "at"
appeared around thirty-six months.

per cent of the children used "out of" and 75 per cent ."at."
Finally, "to" was expressed by half of the forty-two month olds;
"around" was used by over half (58 per cent) of the forty-two month olds
as was "of"

\

At the forty-two month level, 67

(75

per cent); and "with" was used by a large majority of

the forty-two month olds (83 per cent).

It was concluded that Uto,"

"around," "of" and "with," as well as "out of" and "at," appeared in

\

the expressive language of the forty-two month olds.
The fourth question in this investigation was to what extent will

.

1
t

chronological age, mental age and socioeconomic status account for the
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variability of responses given by the children.

The analysis of vari

ance shown in Table II reveals that nearly 47 per cent of the variabil
ity can be accounted for in the children's ability to use prepositions
if chronological age alone is considered.

Almost 67 per cent of the

TABLE II

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE TABLE FOR THE REVISED

EXPRESSIVE PREPOSITION TEST

Degrees of
Freedom

Source

Sum of
Squares

Mean Square

1

245.86989

245.86989

43

272.70789

6.34204

F Ratio

i

1

~,

\
I

I1

Variable:
Regression

J

Error

I

Variables:

II
I

3.87682
R2 = .4741
R = .6886

Age and Intelligence

Regression
Error
Variables:

\

Age

2

349.02662

174.51331

4.32292

42

169.55116

4.03693

R2 = .6730
R = .8204

Age, Intelligence and SES

Regression
Error

5

357.58664

71.51733

1.73250

39

160.99113

4.12798

R2 = .6896
R.= .8304

Significant at 0.001 level •

...
variability can be accounted for if mental age is considered with
chronological age.

i

I

\

1

When SES is considered with both mental and chrono

logical age, less than 2 per cent is added to account for the total
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variability.

Thus it is statistically significant at the .001 level of

confidence that chronological age was the primary variable determining
the children's ability to use prepositions.
The fifth question in this investigation was how appropriate was

I

the REPT as a diagnostic tool of very young children's ability to ex-

J

press prepositions.
\
I

\

The REPT was appropriate in that all stimuli were

very short in length, with the semantics and syntax at an elementary
level.

The children appeared to respond quicker when the examiner

introduced the toy objects used in the test than when he was just con
I

1

versing with them.

l

i

,I

II.

•-

II

II
I

DISCUSSION

This study was designed to determine at what ages very young chil
dren verbally and correctly express a .total of fourteen different prepositions.

The main question asked was, "Which of the various fourteen

prepositions appear at eighteen months, at twenty-four months, at
thirty months, at thirty-six months and at forty-two months?"

It was

found that as a group, eighteen and twenty-four month olds did not use
prepositions, although individual children expressed a few prepositions.
At the thirty month level, four prepositions ("under," "on," "in" and

..
"up") appeared in their expressive language.

At the thirty-six month

level, four prepositions appeared in their expressive language, of which
~
j

l

).

two ("in" and "up") were the same as the thirty month olds and two ("out
of" and l1atl1) were not.

"Under" and "on" were expressed by many (42 per

cent) of the thirty-six month olds but not by at least half of them.

At

the forty-two month level, ten prepositions appeared of which two ("out

I
\
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of" and "at") were the same as the thirty-six month olds, two ("under"
and "on") were the same as the thirty month olds, two ("in" and "up")
were the same as both the thirty and thirty-six month olds, and four
("to," "around," "of" and "With") were not the same as either group.
Four prepositions ("behind," "across,1t "off" and "by") did not appear
in the language of the children as a whole, that is, less than half of
the children at anyone age level used these four prepositions.

Hustead

(1974) reported that these four prepositions appeared in the language of
her forty-eight month olds (at least half of them), which suggested that
f

(

I

most children expressively acquire these prepositions around forty-eight
months.

!

I

I
f
~

As depicted in

~able

II, the analysis of the data reveals a mod-

erate (.68) correlation between the chronological age of the child and
the ability to use prepositions (Guilford, 1956).

Table I and Figure 4

indicate that up through the forty-two month level, each age
progressively used a greater number of correct responses.

leve~

The only ex-

I

j

I

ception is at the thirty-six month level where the children gave 4.92

\

correct responses on the average, which is a decline when compared to

I

the thirty month level where an average of

5.50 correct responses were

given.

Hustead (1974) intimated that when her eight year olds produced
•
more correct responses than her nine year olds, a greater number of sub
jects were required for the study at each age level so that individual
abilities to use prepositions might be minimized.

As illustrated in

Figure 5, the thirty, thirty-six and forty-two month levels show a wide
range of individual scores, which suggests the need for more subjects
j

{

j

at each level.

Although twelve children were tested at each level,

there appears to be rather large variability in linguistic skills among
children at these early ages.
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Figure 5.- Ranges and means of HEFT scores of the sixty
children ranging in age from eighteen to forty-two months.
Additionally, Table I and Figure 4: do not reveal six eighteen
month olds who were excluded from the study because they did not meet
the language requirement of ten expressive words.

It was more difficult

to locate eighteen month oids meeting normal language requirement than
to locate all other age levels meeting the normal language requirement.

(
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Obviously, from the nature of the limited vocabulary of the eighteen
month olds (nouns and verbs), there is low probability for finding ex
pressive prepositions.

The use of short sentences and the frequent use

of holophrases at this age limit the probability of the child expressing
functors.
Table II shows there was a high positive correlation (.82) between
the child's mental age (when added to chronological age) and his ability

1
l

to use prepositions (Guilford, 1956) •

Of the sixty children in the

study, eleven eighteen month olds, three twenty-four month olds and one
thirty month old did not respond to the mental age test.

These fifteen

children were excluded from the statistical analyses of the data.
Based on the remaining forty-five children, it appears that intelli
\

gence made some contribution to the child's expressive preposition
ability.

Both the twenty-four and forty-two month old groups received

mean intelligence quotients of 88.

The thirty month old group

re~eived

a mean intelligence quotient of 99; however, the thirty-six month old
group received a mean intelligence quotient of 79.
tween these last two scores is 20 points.

The difference be

Not only did the thirty

month olds perform better than the thirty-six month olds on the intel
ligence, test, they also performed better on the HEFT.

These data sug

gest that intelligence and ability to express prepositions may have a
substantially greater relationship than was expressed when the data
were collapsed.

The mean chronological age of the forty-five children

was 33.33 months and the mean mental age was 29.13 months which yields
a mean intelligence quotient of about 87, which is a score within
the "dull normal" range (Terman and Merrill, 1937).

I,
f

This re-

j

I

~

'I
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searcher has no reason to suspect that the sample of children' was below
normal intelligence and suspects that intelligence scores of the chil
dren should be interpreted with some caution.

:1

First of all, a number

of researchers (Anderson, 1939; Bayley, 1933; Cattell, 1940; Kessen et
al., 1970; Wittenborn, 1957) agree that the reliability of intelligence
testing at such early ages is very suspect, as young children's per

, formances tend to fluctuate significantly from day to day.

Secondly,

\ the Quick Test (Ammons and Ammons, 1962), which was used to measure

I mental

ages of children in this study, largely tests comprehensive vo-

cabulary not expressive.

This method of testing mental age may have

been penalizing to some children who were of normal or high intelligence,
in that they simply did not attenuate to the difficult vocabulary
the test was administered.

whe~

Third, the lower testing limit of the Quick

Test is at eighteen months, which is the lowest age level of subjects in
i

I

Boyd (1975) has pointed out that mental age t~sting

I

the present study.

I
~

of eighteen month olds using the Quick Test was "riding at the bottom"

\

I
I
I

of the scale and may not have .been an appropriate tool.
this researcher feels the mental

ag~

In summary,

scores of children in this study are

somewhat suspect, although chronological and mental age accounts for twothirds .(.67) of the total variability.
Additionally,

~able

II reveals there was little correlation between

the child's SES (When the effect is added to chronological and mental
ages) and his ability to use prepositions (.83).

Hustead (1974) hypoth

esized that SES would be a greater determining factor for two and three
year olds than for older children since the younger ones spend the ma
jority of their time in the home; however, based upon. the present study,

1

39

I

1

this appears not to be the case.

,I
I
~

I

The 31 per cent of unaccounted variability in the REPT score may
be explained by several variables.

I
I
I
I

First, there was no record of how

II
/1

much time a language model was provided for the child as he acquired

/1

I
It
t
I

and used language.

The more a parent talks and reads to the child, the

greater the child's opportunities are for learning language.

Second,

I

there was no record of the amount of time the child spent watching edu
cational television.

These types of programming also provide language

models from which children acquire vocabulary.

Finally, the number of

children in the family and the ordinal position of the child in the
family was not recorded in the present study.

According to Winitz

(1969), the first born child is further advanced in language than the
rest of his siblings, and twins tend to be slower in language develop
mente

One may want to adjust for these factors.
Prepositions of time were not tested in the present study;

~ow-

f

t

ever, the results of this study agreed with Menyuk's (1969) results

,t

which indicated children tended to learn prepositions of place before

1

those of manner.

J

i
/
i

,I

The prepositions used by at least half of the thirty
f

month olds ("under.," "on," "in" and "up") were prepositions depicting
place •. Three prepositions of place ("at," "in" and "Upll) were expressed

.

by the thirty-six month olds as well as one preposition of manner ("out

i

of").

J

ones of place ("under," "at," "up," "in" and "on") and half were ones of

~

Half of the prepositions used by the forty-two' month olds were

manner ("to," "out of," "around," "of" and "with").
The findings of this study also agreed with previous studies that
children tend to acquire and express prepositions a few'at a time rather
,;

~l

\

I
I

,
r
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r

1

1

than as a whole class (Lillywhite, 1958).

Of the five prepositions

listed by Bereiter and Engelmann (1966) which beginning school age chil
dren should have, 100 per cent of the forty-two month olds in the pres-

II

ent study correctly expressed "on" and "in" and 67 per cent "under."

t
!

The remaining two prepositions ("over" and "between") were not tested
in the present study.
The ability of young children to use prepositions measured in this
study agrees with the guidelines given in the Sequenced Inventory of
Language Development (SILD) (Hedrick and Prather, 1970).

On the SILD

75 per cent of the thirty to thirty-two month olds used the prepositions

I
I

I

"in" and lion" and 75 per cent of the thirty-nine to forty-one month olds
used "under" and "beside."

In the present study 92 per cent of the

thirty month olds expressed "in" and 67 per cent expressed "on."

Of the

forty-two month olds 67 per cent used "under"; however, if, as Hustead

i

(1974) and Hedrick and Prather (1970) suggested, "by" and "beside" are

I

equal semantically, only 42 per cent of the forty-two month olds ex-

I

i

I

pressed the correlate of "beside."

}

~

t

I
f

I
I

Children in . this study performed

differently than those children in the SILD study for perhaps several
reasons.

First of all, most of the children used in the SILD study were

of families in which at least one parent was working toward a university
degree.

•

Children of parents with higher education tend to be advanced

in their language over children of parents without higher education
(Anderson and Newby, 1973; Raph, 1969; Templin, 1957).

In the present

study the parents of the children were not necessarily working toward a
degree nor were they graduates from an

instituti~n

of higher education.

Secondly, in the SILD the number of children in each age level interval

\

\

\

.
1
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1

I'\

ranged from four to eight.

In the

HEFT

the number of children in each

Il

age level was twelve.

f

at each level, the REPT would tend to have greater validity with respect

Since the HEFT had a larger number of children

to number of subjects.

Finally, both the SILD and REPT are only pre

liminary investigations, and both tests' norms are tentative, needing
further standardization.
There is partial agreement between the linguistic performance of
the children in the present study and the linguistic performance sug
gested by the Developmental Age Study (DAS) (Baker and Dudrey, 1968;
Table II).

Agreements and disagreements between the DAS and REPT find

ings cannot be dealt with meaningfully as the DAS was an instrument
which consisted of an extensive review of the traditional literature
and was not a field study.

The authors (Baker and Dudrey, 1968) do not

state where they acquired their data, the number of ,subjects used to ac
quire the data, how the responses were elicited or how the

respon~es

were interpreted.
Because this present investigation and the SILD suggest that young
children tend to express prepositions at different age levels, there
appears to be a need for normative data on the expressive acquisition of
at least fourteen prepositions, utilizing a larger population.

This re

searcher concurs ·with Hustead's (1974) suggestion that testing begin at
two years of age.
It is this researcher's clinical impression that some of these
very young children may have been unduly handicapped by their unfamili
arity with the language of the stimuli items used by the researcher when
eliciting the prepositions, i.e., if the child did not comprehend the

42

concept "where," then he would have no idea what the researcher was'
asking on stimuli items 1, 2, 4 through 9, 13 and 14.

In other words,

the child would not have been "handicapped ft on only 4: of the 1~ prepo
sitions tested (Appendix E).

It is conceivable that some of the chil

dren were penalized because they did not understand even short sen
tences, such as on stimuli items 8 through 12 (Appendix E).

The length

of the utterances on 9, 11 and 12 might be too long for the children to

\

analyze and comprehend.

Admittedly, it would be very difficult to test

expressive prepositions or other aspects of language without the use of
language itself.
The REPT itself may be improved in several aspects.

,

ord~r

'"

tered.

I

by the subjects.

I

First, the

of the prepositions administered to the subjects should be al
Table III lists the number of times each preposition was used

"By" was administered first and was expressed by only

seven of the sixty subjects.

This lack of occurrence may be

expl~ined,

in part, because the children initially may not have understood they
were to describe verbally where an object was in relation to some other

1

1

object.

This penalizing phenomenon may decrease if the REPT would have

i

begun with "in" or one of the other often occurring prepositions.

I
I

plained this way.

!

low occurrence of "across" (only five of sixty' times) cannot be ex

I

i

)

\

Although incorrect responses were not recorded, this

researcher recalls that many of the prepositions tested were substituted
by a word which embodied part of the semantics of the preposition tes
ted.

I

The

For example, "on" was often used as a substitute for "across";

this seems logical as the total semantic field of "on" is carried in
part of the semantic .field of "across."

Thus, for the child, "on" was
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TABLE III
FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE OF PREPOSITIONS
USED BY ALL CHILDREN

Preposition

Number of Times
Expressed

Total Number
Possible

In

35

60

Up

34

60

On

28

60

At

21

60

Under

20

60

Out of

18

60

Of

17

60

With

17

60

To

14

60

Around

13

60

Off

10

60

By

7

60

Across

5

60

Behind

1

60

a logical substitution for "across."

The infrequent occurrence of

"behind" (one time) makes the test stimuli or materials, as well as
their location in the test, highly suspect.

It may be possible also

that children who are forty-two months and under do not use the word
"behind" until some time later in life.

~

This is supported by Hustead's

44
f
t

~

data (1974) in which she reported-that of her four year olds only four
of six expressed "behind."

In summary, it appears that either some-

I

thing is amiss with the

HEFT's method or procedures for eliciting

"behind," or the concept of "behind" begins appearing somewhere between
forty-two and forty-eight months.

r
I

CHAPTER V

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

"'!I

SUMMARY

I.

'>~ ...)

1\

Many linguistic analyses of the English language have shown the

l ~mportant

use of prepositions.

However, little, if any, normative data

have been collected on the acquisition of expressive prepositions by
very young children.
The present study was designed to determine the ages at which a
sample of children between eighteen and forty-two months verbally and
correctly express the fourteen

pr~positions

known to be acquired by age

four, using the Revised Expressive Preposition Test (REPT).

The HEFT

was administered to sixty children chosen from day care centers and
private homes within the metropolitan area of Portland, Oregon.

There

was no preference as to the sex, intelligence of the child or socio
economic status of the child's family.

A statistical analysis was per

formed to determine the correlation between REFT scores and the child's
chronological age, mental age and the socioeconomic status of the
child's family.
Results show that expressive prepositions tend'to be acquired at
different age levels.
I
l

~

Each age group tended to use a progressively

greater number of the prepositions.

l

~

used any of the prepositions.

{

olds used any of the prepositions.

r

"'t
I

\

\

None of the eighteen month olds

Only one-fourth of the twenty-four month
Half or more of the thirty month

46

I
l

olds expressed the preposi tions "under," "on," "in'" and "up."

I

Half or

more of the thirty-six month olds expressed the prepositions "out of,"

"at," "in" and "up," but not "lUlder" and "on."

Half or more of the

forty-two month olds expressed the prepositions "to," "out of," "Wlder,"
"around," "at, t. "of," "with" and "up."

One hundred per cent of the

forty-two month olds also used the prepositions "in" and "on."

The

prepositions which were never expressed by 50 per cent of any of the
children were "behind," "across," "off" and "by."
A statistical analysis of the data revealed a moderate correlation

I'

between the children's REPT scores and their chronological ages (.68).

II

Correlation coefficients indicated a high correlation between the chil

I

dren's HEFT scores and their combiped chronological and mental ages

I

lI

(.82).

The children's SES scores did not correlate with HEFT scores (1

f

per cent) when considered together with chronological and mental ages.

J'

1

The results of the HEFT agreed with the results of Hedrick and

\

I

Prather's (1970) study that "in" and "on" appeared in the expressive

t

vocabulary of thirty month olds.

\
\

Hustead's (1974) study, "under" appeared consistently from the forty-two

According to the present study and

Hedrick and Prather (1970) agreed that "Wlder" ap

I

month level on up.

tj

peared at forty months in their study.

I

i

studies are

1

appear in the language of the children in the present study.

I

(1974) has reported that these prepositions appeared in the vocabulary

similar.

Four prepositions ("behind," ftacross," "off".and "by") did not

,i

l

~

\

s~ikingly

The results of the above three

of her forty-eight month olds.

\

Hustead
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II.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CLINIC AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Clinic
Although no supportive data were recorded, it is this researcher's
clinical impression that some of the responses given by the children
were prepositions which overlapped in their meanings with the correct
prepositions.

At times, the substituted preposition could in certain

semantic contexts be used interchangeably with the correct preposition.
Therefore, when a clinician or parent is teaching a child expressive
prepositions and the child says "from" instead of "out of," the clini
cian or parent should

~ccept

the response as correct.

Results of the present study suggest that prepositions of place
appear before prepositions of manner and time.

If a child is delayed

in expressive prepositions, the teaching of prepositions of place should
precede those of manner and time.
Once the child has learned to appropriately express the various
prepositions, the parent may also wish to teach the child additional
meanings or shades of meanings of the prepositions.
Research
A significant trend exists which reveals that as children become
older, they begln expressing more prepositions, indicating the need for
a larger number of subjects for a normative data study.

The present

study further indicates that future testing may begin.at twenty-four
m9nths and proceed upward.

\

II
i
I

..i
j

This researcher attempted to have each child and examiner begin a
conversational relationship within ten minutes after the beginning of
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the interview.

It" is recommended that in future testing the child be

tested at three or four different times and his best performance be
scored and interpreted.

Very young children need to have more time than

older children to become familiar with a novel person such as an inves
tigator.
Table III indicated that only one out of the sixty children tested
expressed the preposition "behind."

It is recommended that in future

testing a different procedure be used to elicit that preposition, with
the hope of increasing the number of correct responses.

Hustead (1974)

reported that this preposition was a little unstable in her subjects'
language.

With a sample of six children at each yearly interval, four

of her four year olds, six,of her five year olds, five of her six year
olds and all of her seven through nine year olds used the word.

This

researcher suspects that either the procedure used in this study to
elicit the preposition is in question for some unrealized reason or that
the preposition is unstable until around forty-eight months.
In the present study the investigator attempted to elicit preposi
tions while focusing the subject's attention upon stimulus materials
which were apart from the subject himself.

It is recommended the pre po

sitions "behind" and "under" be elicited by placing the object behind
and under the

ch~ir

of the subject.

I.f the child uses himself as the

point of reference from which he must analyze a situation, he may be
able to describe the location of the object by using the correct prepo
sition.
Normal language for all eighteen month olds was determined by
requesting the parent to report ten words in the child's expressive
l

j

I

(
I'

I
I'

vocabulary.

I

report ten words but all the words the child uses.

It is recommended that the parent be not instructed to
Therefore, a parent

may not feel it necessary to "make up" expressive words to meet the ten
word criterion.

Should a parent be unable to report ten words in the

child's vocabulary, the child would be excluded from the study.
This study sought to find out to what extent chronological age,
mental age and SES account for a child's expressive preposition acquisi
tion.

It is suggested that the amount of time a language model was pro

vided for the child as he acquired language be recorded.

This researcher

suspects that the more one talks and reads to a child, the greater the
child's opportunities are for learning vocabulary.
1~

:'

Additionally, it is

suggested that the amount of time a child spends watching children's
educational programs on television be recorded.

This researcher suspects

that children watching these types of programming tend to learn language
quicker than children who do not.

I
\
\

\
1
I

J

I
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APPENDIX A
COMPREHENSION OF FOUR ~SITIONS
BY CHRONOLOGICAL AGE
(Crabtree, 1958)
Prepositions tested:

"on,"

~'under,"

"in front of" and "behind"

24 Months: 'Comprehends one of the prepositions.

,

\
\

I

,
f

30 Months:

Comprehends two of the prepositions.

36 Months:

Comprehends three of the prepositions.

48 Months:

Comprehends all four of the prepositions.

1

I
I
I

I

APPENDIX B
COMPREHENSION OF VARIOUS PREPOSITIONS
BY CHRONOLOGICAL AGE
(University of Oregon Medical S~hool, 1957)
30 Months
Responds to: "on," "under," "up," "down," "over there,"
and "by" when used in complete sentences.

36 Months
Responds to two related actions:
and sit down."

"Run over to the chair

42 Months
Follows commands: "Find the ball on the -table and give
it to mother." Or: "Find the spoon in the box and give
it to daddy."
48 Months
\

l

Comprehends:
to mother."

\

~l

"Take the book from the table and give it

54 Months
Responds to: "Take the dolly to mother, open the door,
and bring in the baby buggy."

!

l
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APPENDIX C
PERCENTAGE OF PREPOSITIONS COMPREHENDED WHEN
VARIABLES OF AGE AND SOCIOECONOMIC
STATUS ARE CONSIDERED
.
(Frankenburg and Dodds, 1967)
Prepositions tested:

"on," "under," "in front of,ff. and "behind"

4ge when given per cent of population comprehended prepositions tested:
Comprehension of the prepositions, based on the total sample

2.7 yrs.

3.1 yrs.

3.4 yrs.

4.5 yrs.

Comprehension of the prepositions, based on occupation groups

(Professional, Managerial, Salesmen)
3.0 yrs.
3.3 yrs.
4.6 yrs.

\

2.6 yrs.

T

(Craftsmen, Unskilled Laborers,
Service Workers, Unemployed)
2.7 yrs.
3.2 yrs.
3.6 yrs.

4.4: yrs.
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I

I

I
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APPENDIX D

CCD-CDRC HEARING SCREENING SCHEDULE
Age

Materials

Procedures

Responses

Criteria

Interpretation

8-15 mos.
(babbling-
vowels .&
consonants

Quiet, meaningful
sounds. Voice
(whistle, name or
sh), cellophane,
spoon-in-cup or
noisemakers above

Present sounds
at 3-41 from ear,
alternate sides

Turn head or eyes
toward sound, eye
widening, quieting.
Child may also
vocalize as a
response

2/3

Rules out all
but mild loss

16-24 mos.
(understands
a few words

Voice & 3 toys to
identify (baby,
bird, shoe or car)

In soft voice,
call child's na~e,
ask him to show
you objects or to
point to eyes,
nose, hair

Child points or
gives objects

2/3

Within normal
limits

2 years up

As above. Us.e any As above, or simple Child points or
commands, stand up, follows commands
4-5 objects he
sit down, shut the
"knows"
door

3/4

As above

:3 years up

Audiometer

8/8

As above

Screening audiometry, 1, 2, 4 &
.5KHz at 20-25 dB
right and left

Raise hand, touch
phone, or say "yes"
when tone (whistle,
beep) is heard

--_ _-------------_ ...
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APPENDIX E
SENTENCES USED TO ELICIT THE FOURTEEN PREPOSITIONS
Stimulus

Procedure

Response

1.

Where is the car?

(The examiner places a small
car by a box.)

~

2.

Where is the car?

(The examiner places a small
car in a box.)

In the box.
fuside the box.

3.

What did I do?

(The examiner takes the car
out of the box.)

You took the car
out of the box.

4.

Where is the car?

(The examiner places a small
car on a box.)

On the box.
Upon the box.

5. Where is the car?

(The examiner places the
car under the box.)

Under the box.
Below the box.
Beneath the box.

6.

Where is the car going?

(The examiner moves the car
around the box.)

Around the box.
About the box.

7.

Where is the car?

(The examiner places the
car behind the box.)

Behind the box.
In back of the box.

8.

Where would you buy these
shoes?

(The examiner shows the child
a pair of baby shoes.)

At the store.

the box.
Beside the box.
Alongside the box.
Next to the box.

----

--~

---
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stimulus

Procedure

Response

Here is a bridge and here
is a river. Where is
the car going?

(The examiner shows the child
a toy bridge and slowly moves
a car across the bridge.)

Across the bridge.
Over the bridge.

10.

How do you eat cereal?

(The examiner shows the child
a spoon.)

With a spoon.

11.

I put the car on the box.
Now I take it·

(The examiner puts the car on
the box, then slowly takes it
off, out of sight.)

Here is the boy going up
the mountain. Now he is
on top

(The examiner walks a doll
up the side of a toy moun
tain, then holds the doll
on top of the mountain.)

Of the mountain.

13.

Where did the boy go?

(The examiner "walks" the
boy to the car.)

To the car.

14.

Where is the boy walking?

(The .examiner "walks" the
doll up the mountain.)

!!E.

9.

-----

12.

------------------

Off the box.
"(jff of the box.

the mountain.
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